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position of soldiers and civilians in times of public disorder. Yet
inasmuch as it fixed on Asquith, for at least a quarter of a century,
the stigma of "shooting down workmen to please employers,"
some brief notice of it is here required.
In the autumn of 1893, a strike of 250,000 coal miners—a most
prolonged and bitter dispute---began in the North of England. In
the West Biding of Yorkshire, this contest was marked by scenes of
great turbulence to which the great majority of the strikers them-
selves were by no means enthusiastic parties : collieries were
wrecked, buildings burnt, and neutral onlookers held to ransom.
The local police force was quite unequal to the demands of this
emergency. The local authorities commandeered reinforcements
from counties as remote as Wiltshire. The Home Secretary, at
their instance, despatched four hundred members of the Metro-
politan Police Force to the area of disorder. And still the trouble
grew. At last the local authority demanded, on their own responsi-
bility, the intervention of troops, which the military authorities, in
the pursuance of the duty laid upon them by the law, duly
furnished. At Featherstone, a vast crowd armed with bludgeons, set
buildings on fire, did their utmost to extend the conflagration, and
concentrated their efforts on the destruction of a particular colliery.
This attack a small body of soldiers (not more than thirty strong)
sought, amid volleys of stones and iron bolts, to stem. 'So long a»
they remained passive, the task was impossible : they must inevi-
tably have been surrounded and overcome. The Eiot Act had been
read by the local magistrates, who had made seven appeals to the
crowd to disperse, without result* The civil authority had no choice
but to direct the troops to fire. They did so, and two men, on the
fringe of the menacing crowd, were unfortunately killed. Within,
forty-eight hours of this tragedy, peace was completely and per-
manently re-established.
Loud and long were the anathemas heaped by " Labour " on the
Home Secretary for his Supposed complicity in this result. Their
reverberations echoed for twenty or thirty years. On platform after
platform he was greeted by the working men among his audience
with snarls of " Featherstone," and " murderer/'1 The matter was
raised on 20th September, 1893, in the House of Commons, and
Asquith replied to his critics, He complained that most of those
who had been vilifying him in the country were not to be seen in
their places ; and proceeded to explain and vigorously to defend,
the very limited and almost mechanical part he had played in the
1 As to Asquith's treatment of these demonstrations, see page $10

